192        THE FIGHT FOR A FEEE SEA

Cabinet had gone to the Washington Navy Yard,
by request of General Winder, to tell him what
he ought to do, but this final conference was cut
short by the news that the enemy was in motion.
The American forces were still mobilizing in hel-
ter-skelter fashion, and there was a wild race to the
scene of action by militiamen, volunteers, unat-
tached regulars, sailors, generals, citizens at large,
Cabinet members, and President Madison himself.
Some Maryland militia hastily joined the Balti-
more troops on the ridge behind the village of
Bladensburg, but part of General Winder's own
forces were still on the march and had not yet been
assigned positions when the advance column of
British light infantry were seen to rush down the
slope across the river and charge straight for the
bridge.    They bothered not to seek a ford or to
turn a flank but made straight for the American
center.    It was here that Winder's artillery and his
steadiest regiments were placed and they offered
a stiff resistance, ripping up the British vanguard
with grapeshot and mowing men down right and
left.   But these hardened British campaigners had
seen many worse days than this on the bloody
fields of Spain, and they pushed forward, closing
the gaps in their ranks, until they had crossed the